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Pope John Paul II ended a week-long Latin American tour on Feb. 11, visiting Guatemala, Nicaragua,
El Salvador, and Venezuela. Among other themes, the pontiff stressed church unity and completion
of the Central American peace process. Though the trip stimulated commentary on pressing social
issues, particularly poverty, the pope was criticized by some observers for focusing too much on
restoring theological orthodoxy rather than in advocating social change.
The visit also gave political leaders in the four countries an opportunity to share the papal limelight
and to associate themselves and their programs as best they could with the pope's widespread
popularity. In Guatemala, for example, newly elected President Alvaro Arzu responded immediately
to the pope's plea for an end to 35-years of civil war by announcing that peace talks would soon be
renewed with the guerrilla umbrella organization Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca
(URNG). Likewise, the URNG announced a five-day cease-fire out of respect for the pontiff and said
that his visit was "a significant expression of solidarity for our people."
In El Salvador, responding to the pope's call for the completion of the peace process, President
Armando Calderon Sol told the pope that the terms of the peace accords signed in 1992 had been
fulfilled and promised to work for national reconciliation and social justice. In Nicaragua, President
Violeta de Chamorro ordered that the plaza where the pope was to give his homily be renamed
Plaza Juan Pablo II. The space was previously named for Carlos Fonseca, founder of the Sandinista
movement.
Daniel Ortega, secretary general of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) and
currently a presidential candidate, also courted the pope. Before the pontiff's arrival, Ortega sent
him a letter of welcome and then placed another welcoming message on a rented billboard along
the pope's arrival route in Managua (see NotiSur, 01/26/96). In Venezuela, President Rafael Caldera
accompanied the pontiff in all his public appearances. Seven out of 10 respondents in an opinion
poll said they believed that the Caldera administration had orchestrated the visit to boost its
flagging popularity. "Obviously, Caldera has sought in every way he can to take advantage of the
visit to help his own political situation," said political analyst Andres Serbin.
The pope began his tour in Guatemala on Feb. 5, highlighting the theme of Central America's
transition from armed conflict to peace by celebrating an open-air mass in Esquipulas, the town
120 km. east of the capital where the regional peace process began in 1986. During his stay in
Guatemala, where banners proclaimed the theme, "Together for Peace," the pope made two public
appeals for an end to the bloody civil war in Guatemala, the last remaining country on the isthmus
where a guerrilla army remains active. "I sincerely hope that Guatemala can conclude a definitive
peace accord in the very near future," John Paul said in his Esquipulas homily. Bishop Jorge Mario
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 5

LADB Article Id: 55781
ISSN: 1060-4189

Avila del Aguila gave the pope a list of the names of hundreds of priests, religious, and catechists
killed in the war. Guatemala church officials say the military was responsible for most of these
killings as it sought to eliminate guerrilla sympathizers.
Despite ongoing criticism of the military's human rights abuses, the papal vehicle or "popemobile"
used by the pontiff in Guatemala was built by the military at a cost of US$150,000 for the occasion
of his visit. High on the pope's agenda in Guatemala was an attempt to block the inroads made
among Catholics by Protestant denominations, especially evangelical "sects." Over the past two
decades, nearly 30% of Guatemala's Catholics have joined Protestant denominations. Archbishop
Prospero Penados blamed the desertions in Catholic ranks on a "lack of religious education" among
Guatemalan Catholics particularly indigenous campesinos and on the money and aggressive
proselytizing used to "dupe" Catholics into converting.
The government required Protestant radio stations to broadcast live coverage of the pope's visit,
but some, like Radio Cultural, informed their listeners, "We do not agree with anything that has
been transmitted." Travelling to Nicaragua on Feb. 7, the pope remarked on the dramatic changes
brought about after the electoral defeat in 1990 of the Sandinista government headed by former
president Ortega (1979-1990). Long before the pope arrived in Nicaragua for his 10-hour stay, press
reports made much of the changed atmosphere in the country since the previous papal visit in 1983.
That occasion was extremely tense because neither the pope nor the Nicaraguan church hierarchy
would condemn the anti-Sandinista policy of US President Ronald Reagan's administration or
the US-backed contra war against the Ortega government. The pope was also unhappy with the
presence of four priests in the Nicaraguan government and with the strength of the "popular
church."
During the 1983 visit, the pope was interrupted while delivering his homily in which he urged
Nicaraguans to "abandon unacceptable [Sandinista] ideologies." On the previous day, 17 young
Sandinista soldiers killed in a contra ambush had been buried. Nicaraguans listening to the pope
asked him to pray for the victims of the armed conflict. One observer in the plaza that day wrote
that, "At the silence between the consecration of the bread and that of the wine, a women broke in
with a megaphone to say (in respectful tones, actually), 'Holy Father, we beg you for a prayer for our
loved ones who have been murdered.'" The pope did not respond to the petition and was visibly
annoyed at shouts of "We want peace," and "We want a church on the side of the poor."
In contrast, during the pope's latest visit, government officials and the Nicaraguan press coverage
were full of praise for him. Greeting the pope at the airport, President Violeta de Chamorro said the
friction during his previous visit came from "ideological divisions" that were "foreign to our natures
as a people who love peace, and we were not able to show you the affection that we would have
liked." Much of the international press gave the Sandinistas a drubbing for the pope's unhappy
reception in 1983, contrasting President Chamorro's devout Catholicism favorably with the "Marxist
atheism" of the Sandinista revolutionaries. Recently, Ortega and the FSLN also have been dogged
with accusations that the party is behind a series of mysterious bombings of Roman Catholic
churches over the past year. Just two weeks before the pope arrived, 14 Sandinistas were arrested in
connection with the bombings (see NotiSur, 01/19/96). On the eve of the pope's arrival a church in
Masaya, 30 km. south of Managua, was bombed. Arriving in El Salvador on Feb. 8, the pope held a
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brief private talk with President Calderon Sol about the peace process, which is now in its fifth year
and still incomplete. Calderon later told the press that they talked of the need to wrap up the peace
process and to address the issue of poverty.
Just as in Nicaragua, the visit to El Salvador provided the government an opportunity to erase
unpleasant memories. In El Salvador during the civil conflict of the 1980s, a large number of clergy
were assassinated, including Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero in 1980. A truth commission set
up by the UN to investigate human rights violations attributed Romero's death to the late Roberto
D'Aubuisson, the right-wing political leader who founded the governing Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista (ARENA) now led by Calderon Sol. In the same year four US church women were
kidnapped and killed by the military, and in 1989 six Jesuit priests connected to the Universidad
Centroamericana were also murdered by soldiers. The Jesuits were particularly hard-hit by the
right-wing terror in El Salvador. In all, 17 Jesuits were assassinated between 1977 and 1989.
In addition, the San Salvador archdiocesan office recorded dozens of churches destroyed and the
deaths of thousands of people associated with the church. On this visit, the pope emphasized his
pleasure with the end of the civil war. At his reception at the Ilopango military air base near the
capital, he was met by a large assembly of political and military officials, including former guerrilla
leaders of the Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) who are now legislators. "I am
very happy to see that...the guns have fallen silent and that everyone is interested in putting the
peace accords into practice," the pope said.
The pope moved on to Venezuela on Feb. 9 for a two-day visit that interrupted 18 days of riots and
street demonstrations against worsening economic conditions. In recent weeks, increases in bus
fares and gasoline prices coupled with currency devaluation, inflation, and mounting pubic anger
over official corruption have wreaked havoc on Caldera's popularity ratings. While in Venezuela,
the pope attacked official corruption and delivered a homily at the notorious and overcrowded Catia
prison near Caracas, urging the government to "insure that the prison system is always respectful
of the human condition." Critics complained of the cost of sprucing up the city and construction of
the popemobile. Street demonstrations quickly resumed after the pope's departure for Rome on Feb.
11. One of the prominent themes of the pope's visit was to emphasize the Cold-War origins of the
Central American conflicts and the change to relative peace and democracy once the superpowers
retired from the region. "The first time I came here, it was a shooting gallery for the superpowers
who met and clashed here, and these poor people suffered because of this," he said in Nicaragua.
The pontiff blamed the bloodshed equally on capitalist and communist ideologies. "How much
mourning," he asked, "how many tears, how many violent deaths could have been avoided if
everyone had renounced selfishness and not given in to these ideologies and systems?"
Another major theme stressed on the trip was church unity, long weakened in much of Central
America by divisions within the national hierarchies over questions of social policy and in
particular over liberation theology. In remarks aboard his airplane, the pontiff said, "With the fall
of communism, liberation theology, with its Marxist inspiration, also fell. Today, the real problems
are social." The comment elicited an immediate response from Jon Sobrino, a Jesuit theologian
and director of the Oscar Arnulfo Romero Pastoral Center in San Salvador. "As long as there is
oppression, liberation theology will exist," Sobrino said.
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Sobrino suggested that the pope remember Romero and the other adherents of liberation theology
who were victims of repression, and that he get more in touch with the poor. Sobrino's comment
reflect the lingering conflict in the Salvadoran church and throughout much of Latin America
between conservatives and the socially committed clergy who have chosen the "preferential option
for the poor." Last year, the pope bypassed the socially committed Gregorio Rosa y Chavez, then
acting archbishop of San Salvador, to name conservative Fernando Saenz Lacalle as archbishop.
Saenz is a member of the ultraconservative Catholic organization Opus Dei and was the Vatican
liaison with the Salvadoran military. When asked if Saenz's appointment meant a change in the
political or social views of the Salvadoran church, the pontiff said he knew of no such change but
saw the appointment as an example of continuity in the church's official pastoral line.
Nevertheless, soon after his appointment, Saenz along with the-nine member Bishops' Conference
(Conferencia Episcopal de El Salvador, CEDES), which is dominated by six conservative bishops
began replacing progressive priests from key archdiocesan posts. Just days before the papal
visit, Saenz removed rector Luis Coto and his teaching staff at the archdiocesan seminary. The
seminary has had a progressive orientation for several years, and Coto is a leading exponent of
Romero's social views. Saenz also removed Fabian Amaya, director of Orientacion, the archdiocesan
newspaper, and closed the local office of Caritas, an organization that distributed food and other aid
to the poor. Coto's firing received extensive press coverage and criticism. However, Saenz treated
Coto's removal as a simple personnel shift and insisted that the church stood united.
Nevertheless, both the president of the Bishops' Conference, Marco Rene Revelo, and Rosa y
Chavez said that the church is deeply divided between conservative and progressive elements.
Some priests, described as proponents of liberation theology, say that they are being persecuted
by the hierarchy for their social activism. Miguel Cavada, professor of theology at the Universidad
Centroamericana (UCA), told the press that the Salvadoran church has "entered a process of
regression...with the appointment of Saenz," whom he described as more conservative than the
pope. "Far from ending the option for the poor, what he will do is revive it," said Cavada.
Despite the split over liberation theology, the pope paid homage at the tomb of its best known
martyr, Oscar Arnulfo Romero, whose cause for canonization is now in process. Some have criticized
the pope for focusing too much during his trip in Central America on the political accomplishments
of ending the civil wars and achieving a degree of democracy, while overlooking the grinding
poverty. One of those disappointed by the pope's weak response to poverty was Dagoberto
Gutierrez, a former guerrilla commander in El Salvador's FMLN. "The pope brought a message of
joy for a country without war but he did not refer to the enormous social problems," he said. Still,
the pope has criticized the policies of what he called "unbridled capitalism." Before the current trip,
he told diplomats that in Latin America social disparities were "too exaggerated," and lamented the
creation of a "new poor class" resulting from austerity programs.
While in Nicaragua he called for steps against "the terrible plagues of poverty and ignorance." And
the pope was not alone in his criticism of some economic policies. To the surprise of some who
consider Archbishop Saenz a social reactionary, he faulted government policies that "punish" the
poor. At a mass celebrated during the pope's visit, Saenz criticized the government's structural
adjustment and free-market policies for worsening the plight of the poor. This was not the first time
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Saenz expressed such social concerns. However, unlike those who want to see the church engaged
in political advocacy to alter social conditions, Saenz said that, while he disagreed with the polices of
both capitalism and Marxism, the church's moral principles are not a "political doctrine."
As he left Nicaragua, the pope made it clear that concern for the poor did not bind the church to
take sides politically and to advocate specific programs to end poverty. "The church has no technical
answers for these problems," he said. Instead, he urged more "international solidarity and an ever
more alive conscience." [Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service,
01/30/96, 01/17/96; Proceso (El Salvador), 01/31/96; Deutsche Press Agentur, 02/06/96/ 02/07/96;
Reuter, 02/02/96, 02/06/96, 02/07/96, 02/08/96; Agence France-Presse, 02/03/96, 02/04/96, 02/06/96,
02/07/96, 02/08/96, 02/09/96, 02/11/96; Nicaragua Network Hotline, 02/12/96; New York Times,
02/08/96, 02/12/96]
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